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Bhikhu Parekh’s Colonialism, Tradition and Reform 

An Analysis of Gandhi’s Political Discourse 

discusses a number of topics related to Gandhi’s 

political and social activity, and the emergence of 

independent India. His primary argument is that 

Ghandi utilized both the resources of Hindu tradition 

such as sati (widow burning in order to ashes on her 

dead husband's pyre) and a unique moral and 

political authority to formulate his political 

discourse. His approach also borrowed from 

Western political philosophy, but adapted to the 

local social-political context. Finally, it is clear that 

Gandhi’s approach drew from a long line of eminent 

Indian thinkers who influenced Gandhi’s views on 

the essence and causes of India’s apparent decline. 

These disparate influences combined to give Ghandi 

a new view, based on a form of self-criticism and 

moral philosophy. Together, he used his 

understanding of Hinduism with these other 

approaches to create a compelling and new approach 

to political activism. 

The author divides his work into nine chapters: 

introduction; Hindu responses to British rule; 

Gandhi and Yugadharma; theory of non-violence; 

dialogue with the terrorists; sex, energy and politics; 

discourse on Untouchability; Indianization of 

autobiography; and, Gandhi and the Bourgeoisie. 

The author relies on both primary source and 

secondary source material. In terms of primary 

sources, the author draws from interviews, speeches 

and the political writings of Ghandi. Parekh 

therefore anaylyzes and parses the Ghandi’s 

firsthand rhetoric, with an appreciation for context.  

For secondary source material, the author uses a 

number of academic sources, and borrows 

significantly from scholars in various fields 

including Dennis Dalton, Richard Cox and Partha 

Chatterjee. The latter thinkers provide insights on 

Ghandi taken from contemporary currents in 

postcolonial theory and history. 

The introductory chapter traces the evolution of 

Gandhi’s thinking, paying particular attention to the 

influence of Indian thinkers and classic philosophers 

both in the Hindu tradition and outside. Gandhi was 

also influenced by elite, European discourses; 

drawing heavily on is British legal education. As a 

result, Gandhi’s established a discourse in which 

millions of ordinary Indians, throughout all castes 

and social classes, could rally behind. In this view, 

Gandhi helped formulate the first effective anti-

British popular movement in India. 

The second chapter discusses popular movement’s 

again British colonial rule. From the British point of 

view, India was a formerly great civilization but had 

become stagnant and “backward” as a result of 

misguided governance and political systems. The 

British argued that successive Indian regimes denied 

its subjects basic liberties and rights, particularly in 

terms of property, thereby depriving society of its 

sources of energy, initiative, resourcefulness, and 



 
 

 2 

entrepreneurialism. The British holed to engage in 

civilization-building, and revive reverse the Indian 

decline. Thus, the British discourse centered on a 

modernization platform that justified its rule in 

liberal, rationalist terms through a largely 

unexamined Orientals’ paradigm. 

The third chapter focuses on the nature and reasons 

for India’s apparent decline. The British had 

certainly exploited and drained India ruined its 

cultural traditions and injured its political systems. 

Moreover, the British introduced Christianity into 

the subcontinent, which many believed exacerbated 

tensions between the classes as new ideas of 

freedom and equality spread. In contrasts to 

Gandhi’s predecessors, Gandhi explained India’s 

decline as a result of culture, as opposed to Marxists 

explanations of economy or those based on 

geography. Moreover, Gandhi argued that British 

colonial rule had so permeated India that even if 

Britain ended its colonial rule, the British “spirit” 

would continue to dominate, and that India would 

remain a de facto colony in the absence of real social 

and political change.  

The chapters that follow address Gandhi’s aim of 

intensifying the traditional Hindu view of non-

violence. His approach led him into many debates 

with those who advocated violence for political 

ends.  Likewise, Gandhi’s program dealt with the 

practice of untouchability, sublimation of sexual 

energy for political objectives and an ‘Indianization’ 

of autobiographical writing, a western genre 

theretofore.  There will also be a discussion of how 

Gandhi remained consistent with, as well as 

departed from, tradition, in addition to the Marxist 

discourse on Ganhdi.  

Gandhi’s political and social philosophy interacted 

with and was in competition against both Hindu 

traditions and European sexual norms. Gandhi 

attempted to transform the “fire” of his sexual 

passion into “a fiery spirit” capable of “igniting the 

masses” (205). He requires that those who devoted 

their lives for social and political work to forgo their 

marriage and all sexual relationships. Self-discipline 

and self regulation, which play a crucial role in 

Foucault’s analysis of power, ensure the absolute 

obedience of an individual to the state.  Gandhi’s 

philosophy of social mobilization was therefore 

quintessentially modern in the Foucauldian sense, as 

the docility of bodies was used to produce labor. No 

marriage or sex represented a critical form of self-

regulation and a departure from the dominant 

European discourse, which degenerate the 

untouchable. Nonetheless he did not live by his own 

dictates. Furthermore Gandhi’s approach to political 

and social activity within contrast with Hindu 

through which views sex as “a necessary and 

beautiful impulse and occupies an important place 

among the four puruṣārthas (or the aim of human 

existence). It is not just a means of procreation, nor a 

biological and psychological need; but it is also a 

legitimate source of pleasure to be enjoyed without 

guilt during a particular stage in life” (205). 

Consequently, Gandhi’s philosophy is situated 

between the sexual thoughts of both the Hindus and 

the Europeans.  

Gandhi believed that Hindu society needed a system 

of ethics or society would descend into chaos. In this 

view he attempted to integrate Hindu beliefs with 

new, Western-oriented political philosophies 

emerging both in Europe and the former colonies.  

The British had colonized with the ideological 

approach that India required a liberal government 

with a civil society that guaranteed “security of life, 

liberty and property, an impartial administration of 

justice, and honest and efficient administration and 

the rule of law” (31).  This was to replace the 

despotic form of government was driving the 

civilization of India backward. So, in order for the 

British to discipline the Indians, they created 

educational institutional and laws. They created a 

civil society in India. In other words, they used laws 

as primary instruments of social transformation and 

political consolidations.  The liberal discourse that 

the British used in governing India was rationalizing 

and ordering so that those who articulated colonial 

power could generate useful subjects.  Even though 
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Gandhi pursued this strategy with a lot of skill and 

creativity, he ultimately failed to achieve an 

effective balance between the two opposing 

outlooks.   

Chapter Seven discusses the conflict between 

Gandhi’s anti-colonial actions and the discrimination 

of the untouchable supported by Hinduism. 

Therefore Gandhi’s in counter resistance among the 

Hindus religion establishment in attempt to remove 

the caste system from Indian society and bring the 

untouchable caste into the political, social and 

economic fold in India. Moreover, Gandhi’s 

campaign can be viewed anti-Islamic and anti-

capitalism. In addition, Gandhi’s personal sexual 

behavior represented a contradiction in both 

philosophical and social terms. Gandhi 

autobiography reflects the tension between his views 

on sexual relationships and   the untouchable.  

The author concludes by determining the Gandhi’s 

efforts to build a new coalition based on the Hindu 

tradition and also European political philosophy in 

addition to secular Indian thinkers demonstrates that 

Gandhi was an effective leader. He used this 

approach in order generate support from the masses 

across political, social and economic spaces in a 

genuinely authentic mass movement. The supporters 

of Gandhi’s a nascent movement may have shared 

different backgrounds, but as the author makes clear, 

each was motivated by a compelling philosophic 

approach that drew on many different influences in 

the aim of ridding India of both over and subtle 

British colonial rule. In this way, the author 

highlights both the complexity and simplicity of 

Gandhi’s unique approach to mass movement 

activism. This in turn suggests its own lesson: 

namely, that in order for movements to be 

successful, they must draw on a number of sources 

and influences in order to enjoy both popular 

legitimacy and achieve widespread notions of 

democracy. 

 


